Remembering Paul Corey by Mangione, Jerre
49
R em em bering  P au l Corey
JERRE MANGIONE
I  can n o t recall w h e re  a n d  w h e n  in  the  
th irties I first m et Paul C orey  an d  h is p o e t w ife R u th  Lechlitner. 
It m ay w ell have  b een  in  G reenw ich  Village abou t th e  tim e they  
had  re tu rn ed  from  E urope w h ere  th ey  h a d  m ad e  the  acquain ­
tance of D. H . Law rence. But it w as in  C old Spring -on-the  
H u d so n  w here  I w as a freq u en t w eek -en d  g u est th a t the  
friendsh ip  b e tw een  the  th ree  of u s  b lo ssom ed  in to  a ro b u st one 
th a t w as to con tinue  th ro u g h o u t the ir lives. P referring  the  
coun try  to the  city, the  C oreys h a d  b o u g h t a sm all ch icken  farm  
on  w hich  Paul, a form idable h a n d y m a n , h a d  bu ilt a spacious 
house  w ith  h is ow n  h a n d s . Because Paul o ften  tra d e d  th e  eggs 
p ro d u ced  by  his h e n s  for b u ild ing  m ateria ls, a friend  of the  
C oreys d u b b ed  th e  fin ished  p ro d u c t " The h o u se  bu ilt on  a 
foundation  of eggs."  Except for P au l's  ta len t to  bu ild  an y th ing , 
fu rn itu re  as w ell as h o u ses, w e h a d  m uch  in  com m on , n o t only  
ideologically (both  of u s  w ere  anti-Fascist a t a tim e w h e n  the  
New York Times w as p ra is ing  M ussolin i for m ak ing  Ita lian  tra ins 
ru n  on  tim e) b u t also in  o u r literary  tas tes  a n d  asp ira tions.
Paul w as th en  pub lish in g  sh o rt stories in  little m agazines a n d  
w as w ork ing  on  a first novel, Three Miles Square (1939) w h ich  
w as to becom e p a rt of a trilogy abou t Iow a farm  life. R u th , in  
tu rn , w as w in n in g  recognition  as a fine p o e t w hile  in d u lg in g  in  
h e r passion  for cats, w ildflow ers, a n d  g a rden ing . Besides all 
these  in te rests , she k ep t the  fam ily so lven t w riting  book 
review s, chiefly for th e  New York Herald-Tribune d u rin g  the  
years of Irita V an D o ren 's  ed ito rsh ip , as w ell as b iographical 
sketches of A m erican  au th o rs  for H . W. W ilson 's Current 
Biography series, one of w h ich  she w ro te  of m e w h e n  M ount 
Allegro, m y first book, w as p u b lish ed  in  1943. Pau l an d  R uth  
m ade a g rea t team . Paul, w h o  h a d  n o t b een  a cat-lover before
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his m arriage , becam e one  to  su ch  an  ex ten t th a t he  w ro te  tw o 
books a b o u t th em , Do Cats Think? a n d  Are Cats People? Both did 
w ell in  the  m arketp lace.
A s a m ean s of con tribu ting  to  the  fam ily finances, abou t 1937 
Pau l re luc tan tly  left h is C ro to n -o n -th e -H u d so n  farm  to jo in  the 
w riting  staff of the  N ew  York State Federal W riters ' Project in 
A lbany a t a m o n th ly  salary  of $125.00. U nlike the  rest of his 
colleagues, Pau l h a d  n o  difficulty ge tting  his state  guidebook 
copy ap p ro v e d  by  the  W ash in g to n  staff of the  W riters ' Project. 
H is am azed  superv iso r once exclaim ed: ''Y ou 're  the  only 
sonofabitch  o n  the  staff w h o  can  w rite  th e  k in d  of stu ff they  like 
in  W ash in g to n ."  For Paul, w riting  gu idebook  copy w as far 
m ore  sim ple th a n  w ork ing  on  a novel b u t n o t as exciting, and  
he  lo nged  to  re tu rn  to  h is  u n fin ish ed  m an u scrip t an d  his farm . 
W ith  th a t in  m in d , p artly  o u t of b o redom  an d  partly  to test the 
a le rtness  of h is superv iso r, h e  in co rpo ra ted  a sp irited  defense 
of B enedict A rno ld  in  som e gu idebook  copy, expecting to be 
fired  for it. A lth o u g h  th is  m ateria l w as rejected , there  w as no  
th o u g h t of firing  him .
Pau l w as by  n a tu re  a conscien tious w orker, so m uch  so tha t 
he  becam e o pen ly  critical of a colleague w h o  steadily  ignored  
the  Project w ork  in  o rd er to  w rite  political cam paign  speeches 
for a friend . R esen ting  the  criticism , the  colleague in itia ted  a 
p o iso n -p en  cam paign  w h ich  alleged th a t Paul C orey w as a 
C om m un ist. Paul h a d  n o  difficulty c learing h im self of the 
charge, b u t th e  inc iden t left a b ad  taste  in  h is m o u th , an d  he 
dec ided  to  resign . Fearful of losing  the  services of a w orker 
w h o se  w ritings req u ired  little or n o  ed iting , H en ry  A lsberg, the 
d irecto r of the  na tiona l pro ject, su m m o n ed  Pau l to  W ash ing ton  
a n d  a sked  h im  to reconsider. But after lis ten ing  to  all of P au l's  
reasons for resign ing , A lsberg  h eav ed  a sigh an d , tu rn in g  to 
the  a ssis tan t w h o  h a d  w a n te d  Pau l re in s ta ted , said: "L et the 
m an  go back to  h is w ife an d  ch ickens."
W h en  h e  w as n o t w riting  novels or sh o rt stories, Paul w as a 
freq u en t a n d  e loquen t d issen te r w h o  en joyed  ad d ressin g  com ­
p la in ts  to  n e w sp ap e rs , politicians, a n d  capitalistic en terp rises 
th a t irked  him . A t the  en d  of each le tte r he  invariably  w rote:
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"C opy  to D rew  P earso n ,"  th e  fam ous w rite r of the  nationally  
synd ica ted  co lum n, "W ash in g to n  M erry -G o-R ound ."  H e also 
found  tim e to  becom e a keen  s tu d e n t of m ilitary  p rob lem s an d  
w as seldom  at a loss to  analyze  the  political a n d  m ilitary  
stra tegy  of any  n a tio n  invo lved  in  W orld  W ar II. A  y ear after 
the  U n ited  S tates e n te red  the  w ar, Pau l h a d  app lied  for an  
arm y com m ission, expecting  th a t h is g rea t fu n d  of m ilitary  
in form ation  w o u ld  be usefu l to  the  in telligence service. Q uite  
confiden t of receiving the  com m ission  b u t u n h a p p y  at the  
p ro spec t of leav ing  b e h in d  a lonely  w ife, h e  w aived  his 
long-stand ing  objection to  b ring ing  ch ild ren  in to  a d isaster- 
p ro n e  w orld  in  o rd er th a t R uth  could  occupy herse lf w ith  th e ir 
child w hile h e  w as in  the  arm y. The child , A nne , a d a u g h te r  
w ith  P au l's  b lue eyes a n d  b lo n d  hair, w as b o rn  a few  w eeks 
before the  arm y  no tified  Paul th a t h is app lication  for a com ­
m ission h a d  been  rejected .
O ur friendsh ip , w h ich  I alw ays tre a su red , ev en  after Paul 
h ad  m oved  to  Sonom a, California, to  escape th e  severe  w in ters  
of u p s ta te  N ew  York, w as of such  du rab ility  th a t it w as even  
able to  surv ive the  em otional ten n is  m atch  of a literary  collab­
oration. Shortly  before  the  Fascist-insp ired  S pan ish  Civil W ar 
broke o u t in  1936, Paul a n d  I w ro te  a one-act p lay , The Loyalist, 
w hich  w as b ased  on  P ro sp er M erim ée 's  sh o rt sto ry  m aste r­
piece, "M atteo  F alcone,"  in  w h ich  a C orsican  fa th e r executes 
h is corruptib le  y o u n g  son  for b e tray in g  a refugee  from  th e  law . 
In stead  of Corsica, o u r se tting  w as Spain , an d  o u r p ro tag o n ists  
w ere S pan ish  Loyalists a n d  Fascists. The p lay  w as com pleted  
b u t never p ro d u ced  because w e in sis ted  o n  k eep in g  th e  en d in g  
in tact as M erim ée h a d  w ritten  it. T ha t a fa ther cou ld  b ring  
him self to kill h is ow n  son  for a id ing  a n d  ab e ttin g  the  enem y  
w as too grim  a reso lu tion  for A m erican  aud iences, accord ing  to 
the  p ro d u cers  w h o  read  the  script.
W hile n o th in g  cam e of o u r  collaborative effort, it d e e p en e d  
m y respec t for Paul C orey 's  ability to  w rite  convincingly  of 
characters w h o  w ere  to tally  rem o v ed  from  h is o w n  experience.
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C learly, it w as P au l's  gift of sensibility  th a t w elcom ed  the  fact 
th a t h is m id w est A nglo-Saxon back g ro u n d  bore  little resem ­
blance to  m y  Sicilian heritage .
A t m y ad v an ced  age m an y  of m y  friends are no  longer of this 
w orld . Pau l is one of those  th a t I m iss the  m ost.
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